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What is anthrax? 
Anthrax is an acute infectious disease caused by the spore-forming bacterium Bacillus anthracis. Anthrax 
most commonly occurs in warm-blooded animals, but it can also occur in humans. 


Why has anthrax become a current issue? 
Because anthrax is considered to be a potential agent for use in biological warfare, it has begun to attract media 
attention. Several nations are believed to have biological weapons programs and could be producing Anthrax. 


How is anthrax spread? 

Anthrax infection can occur in three forms: cutaneous (skin), inhalation, and gastrointestinal. If used as a 
biological terrorism agent, the form would most likely be inhalational. Person-to-person spread of 
anthrax is extremely unlikely. 


What are the symptoms of anthrax? 
Symptoms of disease vary depending on how the disease was contracted, but symptoms usually occur within 7 days. 

e Cutaneous: Most (about 95%) anthrax infections occur when bacteria enter a cut or abrasion on 
the skin when handling infected animals products. Skin infection begins as a raised itchy bump 
that resembles an insect bite but within 1-2 days develops into a blister and then a painless ulcer, 
with a characteristic black, dying area in the center. Lymph glands in the area of the ulcer may 
swell. About 20% of untreated cases of cutaneous anthrax will result in death, however, with 
prompt treatment, death is rare. 

e Inhalation: \nitial symptoms may resemble a common cold. After several days, the symptoms 
may progress to severe breathing problems and shock. Inhalation anthrax is usually fatal in most 
people within | to 2 days after breathing problems and shock begin. 

e Intestinal: This form of anthrax occurs from eating contaminated meat and is characterized by 
inflammation of the intestinal tract. Initial signs of nausea, loss of appetite, vomiting, fever are 
followed by abdominal pain, vomiting of blood, and severe diarrhea. Intestinal anthrax results in 
death in 25% to 60% of cases. 


Is there an anthrax vaccine? 

There is a limited amount of vaccine available in the United States, however, most people are not 
routinely vaccinated against anthrax unless they fall into a high risk group such as military personnel. 
Anthrax vaccines intended for animals should not be used in humans. 


Is there a treatment for anthrax? 

Doctors can prescribe effective antibiotics. To be effective, treatment should be initiated early. If left 
untreated, the disease can be fatal. In Massachusetts, all cases of suspected anthrax are required to be 
reported immediately to local health departments. 


For more information contact: 
Boston Public Health Commission 
Communicable Disease Control 
617-534-5611 


